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T

he traditional Jewish
concept of health is well
exemplified by the words
of Maimonides in his Mishneh Torah,
Hilchot Deut 4:1: “Since maintaining a healthy and sound body is
among the ways of God—for one
cannot understand or have any
knowledge of the Creator if he is
ill—therefore he must avoid that
which harms the body and accustom
himself to that which is helpful and
helps the body become stronger.”
The basic Jewish mitzvah of health is
found in the biblical text of
Deuteronomy 4:15: venishmartem
meod lenafshoteychem (“be extremely
protective of your being”).1
The Jewish concept of health is
holistic and religious, for it is only
in the communion with the
Creator that man can enjoy real
health. This idea of health is related directly to the ideal of man’s
relationship with God as established in Creation. Man was created in God’s own image, to live by
His will, and to relate himself to
Him in the most profound and
intimate ways. To live this ideal in
one’s life is to be indeed healthy.
This holistic and religious Jewish
concept of health is the one found in
the New Testament too.2 It can be
seen, for example, in John’s salutation

to Gaius: “Dear friend, I pray that
you may enjoy good health and that
all may go well with you, even as
your soul is getting along well” (3
John 2, NIV). The New Testament’s
concern for the well-being of the
human as a whole, and not only for
his spiritual welfare, is also seen in
Paul’s treatment of everyday-life matters (food, drink, relationships, good
citizenship, work, etc.) as elements as
important for the life of a believer as
are the spiritual matters (faith, love,

It is only in the communion with the
Creator that man can
enjoy real health.
worship, righteousness, obedience,
etc.)—see Romans 12-15; 1
Corinthians 3-14; Galatians 5:166:10; Ephesians 4:17-6:9; etc.
In a quite opposite way to the
common Greek concept of the
time, which considered the body
basically only as a prison-house for
the soul, the New Testament gives
great importance to the body and
taking good care of it. For Paul,
the human body is a “temple” that
belongs to God and it is forbidden
to man to destroy or dishonor this

“temple” (1 Corinthians 3:16-17;
6:19).3 In view of that, Paul
exhorts his fellow believers:
“Therefore, I urge you brothers, in
view of God’s mercy, to offer your
bodies as living sacrifices, holy and
pleasing to God—this is your reasonable act of worship. Do not
conform any longer to the pattern
of this world, but be transformed
by the renewing of your mind.
Then you will be able to test and
approve what God’s will is—His
good, pleasing and perfect will”
(Romans 12:1-2).
The New Testament’s holistic and
religious view on health is also clearly perceived in the narratives of the
healings and teachings of Jesus.
While Jesus was keenly interested in
healing the sick in body, he also paid
close attention to the mind and spirit of those who suffered. This can be
seen in his stress on faith on the part
of those who came to him for help—
“your faith has saved you,” “be it
according to your faith” were common expressions of Jesus (see
Matthew 8:13; 9:22, 29; 15:28;
Mark 5:34, 36; etc.). It is also quite
clear in the narrative of the healing of
a paralytic in Capernaum, when he
started with the spiritual and psychological restoration of the man before
his actual physical healing (Matthew
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9:1-8; Luke 5:18-26). Jesus’ stress on
healing the state of spiritual turmoil,
in which many people lived, severed
“the roots of psychogenic diseases.”4
His teachings in the “Sermon on the
Mount” (Matthew 5-7) demonstrate
also his “emphasis on human motivation and his recognition of powerful emotions like love, fear,
hatred, lust, and anxiety as causes
of mental and physical diseases.”5
The New Testament emphasis
on healing shows its stress on
health as an important element of
human life. Narratives like the
healing of a man with a shriveled
hand on Sabbath (Matthew 12:914; Mark 3:1-6; Luke 6:6-11) is an
example of the Jewish understanding that prevailed over time concerning the overall importance of
the human health and life. Before
healing the sick man, Jesus
addressed his opponents, saying:
“Is it lawful to heal on Sabbath? . .
. If any of you has a sheep and it
falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will
you not take hold of it and lift it
out? How much more valuable is a
man than a sheep! Therefore it is
lawful to do good on Sabbath”
(Matthew 12:10-12). These words
are a close parallel to the Talmudic
teaching that “if it could save a life,
one must (not may) violate the
Sabbath, eat forbidden foods, and
even eat on Yom Kippur (Pesachim
25a). The only laws that cannot be
violated to preserve life are those
prohibiting murder, idolatry, and
sexual immorality (Yoma 85b;
Sanhedrin 74a).”6 Paul’s injunction to Timothy that he should
break his Nazirite vows and drink
some wine with water, instead of
water only, as a remedy for his bad
stomach and his frequent illnesses
(1 Timothy 5:23), betrays the
Jewish understanding that one is
to be “more particular about matters concerning danger to health
and life than about ritual matters
(Chulin 9a; Chosen Mishpat 427;
Yoreh De’ah 116).”7
Finally, New Testament views
on health point to the basic Jewish
health concept in its relationship
with God the Creator and the
ideal of Creation. Diseases are seen

as something contrary to the established order of the divine Creation.
They are the result of the operation of evil in human life and in
the world (Luke 13:16), and the
Messiah came to destroy the works
of the Devil (1 John 3:8) and set
man free (Luke 13:12; 4:18-21).
Hence, Jesus’ healings are seen as
one evidence that “the kingdom of
God has come” (Matthew 12:28)
and the restoration toward the
ideal of Creation had begun.
Healing and reestablishment of the
sick were as much part of the
results of the supreme Messianic
sacrifice as were forgiveness of sin
and salvation, as predicted by
Isaiah 53:4 (Matthew 8:16-17).
The end of all things will be the
total restoration of the divine original order in the Messianic eternal
kingdom. The present world and

This holistic and religious
Jewish concept of health
is the one found in the
New Testament too.
its order will be destroyed by fire
(2 Peter 3:7-10; Revelation 20:715; see Malachi 4:1, 3), then God
will create a new heaven and a new
earth, and its capital will be the
Jerusalem of gold and precious
stones that will come down from
heaven (Revelation 21:1-2; see
Isaiah 54:11-12; 65:17-19). In
that glorious city is located the
Gan Eden with the “Tree of Life”
in its midst, being that its leaves
are for the “healing of the nations”
(Revelation 22:2; see Ezekiel
47:12). In this new earth, health in
its totality will be the reality of
every human being, for: “Now the
dwelling of God is with men, and
He will live with them. They will
be His people, and God Himself
will be with them and be their
God. He will wipe away every tear
from their eyes. There will be no
more death or mourning or crying
or pain, for the old order of things
has passed away” (Revelation 21:34). Then, we will experience the
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plentiful reality of the most fundamental biblical and Jewish idea on
health: “I am the Lord, your
Healer” (Exodus 15:26).
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